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Since both sets of my grandparents are deceased, I chose
to center this family history paper around the lives of my
great aunt and uncle, Ivor and Howard Ball, with particular
emphasis on the twenty-odd years which they spent in the
keeping of lighthouses.
Howard and Ivor Ball were both raised in Maine - she was
born on July 26, 1904 in Milbridge and raised there and he was
born on July 6, 1902 in Iowa and raised in Monmouth.

Ivor was

the fourth of five children whose mother died when she was
four years old.

Consequently, she and the youngest child,

Merrill, were raised by their elder sister, Goldie, and her
husband.

The father of the family was still living but was

away working most of the time.

By coincidence, Howard’s

mother also passed away when he was very young.

The father

returned to his native state, Iowa, leaving the children in
Maine.

Howard’s two younger sisters and one brother were

adopted in various Maine homes while Howard lived with their
deceased mother’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Allen.

He completed

his grammar school education but never went on to high school.
After grammar school, Howard did odd jobs around the farm
until he entered the Navy when he was about fifteen.

Ivor, in

contrast, completed both grammar school and high school, and
one year at Machias Normal School which qualified her for a
teaching degree.

She returned to Milbridge to teach.

Howard spent two years in the Navy.

He went to reenlist

one Saturday, but he found the office closed that day and,
just, never returned.

So, he traveled around the state

working in the woods, picking potatoes, etc.

Next, he turned

to working as a deckhand on pleasure yachts which cruised
between Florida and Maine.

It was while he was on one of

these yachts that he met Ivor Ray.
Ivor was spending the school summer recess working as a
waitress in Bar Harbor, while Howard was working as a deckhand
on a yacht which anchored in Bar Harbor for a short stay.
They were married in Vinal Haven in 1929 and spent their
honeymoon on Heroneck Light Station after which Ivor returned,
to Milbridge to teach while Howard began his career in the
lighthouse service.
In order to emphasize the uniqueness of my relative’s
years in lighthouses, I feel it is important at this point to
relate a bit of the history behind our present day lighthouse
service.

Lighthouse history tells us that in very early times

the only system of signals by illumination was by huge
bonfires on a high hill, or kettles of tar burning at the top
of a pole.

As we find navigation getting beyond the

Mediterranean and up into the rocky coast of the British
Isles, history begins to give us its story of the development
of lighthouses.
Early in the seventeenth century England began to protect
its coast with lighting equipment.

Its first aid to

navigation was the famous Eddystone Light that burned candles.
Of course, this was a dim and uncertain light.
fired lights were tried.

Then, coal-

Both were extremely dangerous due to

the variableness and uncertainty in the appearance of the

flame.

The trouble with these lights was the lack of a

penetrating beam sent out over the sea; the light shot up and
down as well as out.

So, the problem was to collect all these

rays and project them all into one illumination spreading in a
v shape which was solved with the use of prisms.
With the perfection of fixed lights, experimentation was
started with different colors to distinguish one light from
another along the coast.

Since blue and green proved of short

visibility, red was most suitable as a marked distinction.
And, the use of a revolving light, regulated by clockwork, not
only made use of the full strength of the light but added to
that strength by a gradual decrease to total darkness.
The keeping of lighthouses in the United States has been
in existence since the establishment of the United States and
even before.

"The history of the sentries of the sea began in

1716 with the establishment of the first lighthouse at
Boston."

When the colonies became the United States of

America, there were already ten lighthouses in operation.
Provision for the maintenance of these light- houses was
quickly established by an act passed at the first session of
Congress, making the Lighthouse Service one of the earliest
public works established in the United States.

From this time

until 1939, the Treasury Department, took turns with the
Department of Commerce in managing the Lighthouse Service, as
it continually grew in number of personnel and aides to
navigation.
It seems natural to assume that lighthouse keeping, as
such a remote existence cut off from the mainland, would be
little effected by political policies and legislation.

However, unlikely as it may seem, lighthouse keeping was,
indeed, effected.

The policy of employment through the spoils

system, for example, caused widespread damage to the smooth
and efficient operation of the lighthouse services.
Under the administration of the first Presidents, ability
was one of the primary requirements for appointment.
Gradually other factors became more important, and, ability
much less so.

It was this change in practice that culminated

in the establishment of the "spoils system.”
Lighthouse keepers, as almost all other governmental
employees, were appointed through the "spoils system." So
that, "lighthouses were pawns on the chessboard of politics
and keepers came and went with the parties or party bosses in
power." Whenever parties or party bosses in power changed, new
lightkeepers would be chosen and sent to their stations with
what was called the "Extinguished Service Check." An
"Extinguished Service Check" was a printed check about the
size of a blank check which carried over the signature of the
local collector of revenue this impersonal greeting:
"You are suspended as Keeper of ________ light station on
(month, day, and year) by _____________ the bearer of this
notice."
Usually, this "check" was delivered by the new appointee,
who would arrive bag and baggage in hand, ready to take over
immediately! This practice not only induced an unhealthy
atmosphere of insecurity within the service, but also,
reflected negatively in the manning of the lights.

America

failed to keep abreast with overseas progress in devices to
aid navigation.

From the excesses of the spoils system arose the great
popular reaction of the l870’s and ’80’s, expressed in demands
for reform which were answered by the passage of the Civil
Service Act of 1883.

However, the harmful effects of the

spoils system continued within lighthouse service until
President Grover Cleveland came to the rescue in 1896.

At

this time, the Civil Service laws were amended to include
lightkeepers and other employees of the service.
The New Deal legislation of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1939
brought tremendous change in the lighthouse service.

In mid

summer of 1939, by a Presidential Order called Reorganization
Order No. II, the Bureau of lighthouses was disbanded, and
provisions were made for the consolidation of the United
States Lighthouse Service with the United States Coast Guard
in the Treasury Department and its administration as a part
thereof.

"The change was much more than just a transfer of

management from one governmental department to another."
In 1939, my great uncle and aunt were stationed on
Matinicus Rock Light Station, and had already been there for
about nine years.

Howard had entered the lighthouse service

in 1929 as a civilian.

He was required to take a civil

service exam on which he received a ninety-five of one hundred
points which qualified him for the position of Assistant
Lightkeeper.

During his first year in the service, he

traveled around as substitute Ass’t.

Lightkeeper filling in

for those keepers going on vacations or leaves of absence
while Ivor remained in Milbridge and taught school.
His first permanent station was at Halfway Rock Light,
which was a stag station of only three men, located about ten

Matinicus Rock Light
(three family station)

Matinicus Rock Light Boat Slip
(only way to get on island)

miles to the eastward of Portland Head Light, deep in the
Casco Bay, on the coast of Maine.

The lighthouse is built

upon ledges which extend for several hundred yards to the
north and south of the light and over which in storms and
rough seas the waves sweep entirely.

From there, he was

transferred to Matinicus Rock Light Station.

In his book

Famous Lighthouses of New England, Edward Rowe Snow describes
the Rock as "a lonely, isolated ledge of approximately thirtyodd acres, located off the entrance to Penobscot Bay in Maine,
twenty-two miles cut into the ocean."

Since Matinicus Rock

Light Station was a three-family station, Ivor soon joined him
there to remain for the next eleven years in lighthouse
service.

As stated earlier, 1939 brought the transfer of the

service to the Coast Guard and left Howard with an important
decision to make.
At first, to many people in the service, this change
produced dark apprehensions, for it entailed sweeping changes
of personnel and placed hold-over employees (such as Howard)
in the status of civilian workers in a military organization.
What was to happen to them?

There were no wholesale

dismissals of civilian lighthouse workers.

These workers were

given the option of remaining in their positions either as
civilian employees or as enlisted or commissioned personnel of
the Coast Guard.
Howard spent a "good while" considering whether to remain
a civilian or to enlist in the Coast Guard since he had that
option.

As Ivor recalls, "he'd ask me, but I wouldn't tell

him what to do.

It was his decision." Feeling that the

benefits of the Coast Guard, both during service and after

retirement, were better at that time than the civil service
benefits, Howard enlisted in the Coast Guard in 1941.

While

keeping the same position on Matinicus Rock, his title changed
from Ass’t Lightkeeper of the Lighthouse Service to Mate first
class of the United States Coast Guard.
This was not, however, the only advantage for the
Lighthouse Service and its employees in its transfer to the
Coast Guard.

The transfer brought more efficiency in the

system and an increase in funding and, so expenditures for
maintenance and improvements.

The old lighthouse bureau, as

most governmental bureaus, had been loathe to spend the
taxpayers money.

Figures show that in 1932, for instance,

with 21,000 sids being maintained, the appropriation request
filed with Congress by the Lighthouse Service was $12,082,
410.

In 1939, though, with 29,000 sids being maintained, the

Lighthouse Service only requested $11,737,000.

The service

had actually been so penny-pinching that many of the buildings
and much equipment were slowly deteriorating.
The maintenance of aids to navigation, which includes, of
course, the lighthouses as well as lightships, lighted, and
unlighted buoys and markers, etc., is now an important part of
the protective system of the Coast Guard.

But, the keeping of

lighthouses is quickly becoming a part of the past as more and
more lighthouses are becoming automated.

According to reports

of 1953— 54, there were 566 stations manned by Coast Guard
crews which includes not only lighthouses but also lightships
on station, fog signal stations, radiobeacon stations, loran
transmitter stations and light attendant stations.

Of these,

there were 398 lighthouses and similar stations of which 122

were primary stations and 253 were secondary stations.

The

primary lighthouse stations are there directly along the
coastline while the secondary type are those inland going up
bays, down rivers, over lakes and along man-made waterways.
While it has been impossible to discover similar statistics
for the numbers of lighthouses manned today, over twenty years
later, along our coast, I have obtained comparative figures
between 1954— 1972, from articles in Maine newspapers and
magazines, for the decrease in the number of manned
lighthouses off the coast of Maine.

The DownEast of Nov.-Dec.

1954 states that there are at this time 58 active lighthouses
of the Maine Coast.

The Lewiston Journal of May 14, 1966 had

found that there were still 38 manned lighthouses along the
Maine coast which was, at the time, the second highest number
of lighthouses in the United States.

Again, in March of 1972,

DownEast ran an article on the Coast Guard and the fast
disappearing lighthouses in which it declared that there are
"scarcely one dozen family run lighthouses left off the 3,000
mile coast of Maine." Subsequent newspaper and magazine
articles describe the closing down of several more light
stations which leads me to conclude that there are probably
fewer than six manned lighthouses left in 197 5 in comparison
to the 58 active of 63 lighthouse structures that line the
Maine coast mentioned in 1954 records.
These above figures clearly show that even in the 1940’s
and 50’s when Howard and Ivor Ball were lighthouse keepers,
there were only a few people involved in manning the coastal
lights isolated from the rest of the world by miles and miles
of salt water.

Further, and perhaps even more significant, is

that this way of life is rapidly passing into history, never
likely to appear again.

Hence, it is often easy to forget

that behind the lighted beacons and the resounding growl of
the fog horns were the courageous and brave men and women who
stood guard around-the-clock with the single purpose of making
our coastal waters safe for mariners.

The life of these

keepers of the light was truly a mixture of danger,

romance,

loneliness, and adventure.
Matinicus Rock Light Station, on which Howard and Ivor
Ball spent eleven years between 1930-1941, was one of the
farthest lighted outposts on the Maine Coast.

The lighthouse

station consists of two great cylindrical gray granite towers
which were established there in the year 1846 and rebuilt In
1857.

In 1923, for reasons of economy, the north tower was

extinguished.

A great many stories have been told about

Matinicus Rock because of its being so far at sea and
isolated.

Its greatest story centers around a great storm

during the month of January 1856.

Abbie Burgess (the daughter

of the keeper) was left in charge on the Rock while her father
had gone to shore for supplies.

Huge waves swept the rock

taking away sections of the building with them.
Another storm hit the Rock in 1939.

The Report of the

Commissioner of Lighthouses of 1939 tells of extensive damage
to Lighthouse Service property that was caused by a hurricane
which swept the North Atlantic coast on September 21.

It was

this hurricane that hurled its fury against Matinicus Rock in
1939.

As my great-aunt recalls, she was just hurrying into

the main house as some huge waves came up over the rocks and
down upon the buildings.

Having no electricity or plumbing

COAST TOWNS
7 IN PERIL ON

LONELY LIGHT
25 MILES OUT

Rockland, Me., Jan. 27—The high
est tide in the history o f the Ma
tinicus Rock Light Station, 25 miles
offshore here, wreaked havoc on
the buildings o f the little island to
day and cut o ff telephonic com
munication o f its seven occupants
with the mainland.
A call on the submarine tele
phone cable from Keeper R. W .
Powers early today told officials
here o f giant waves that broke
over the main house in which he,
his wife and light attendants live
and carried away a smaller build
ing. Later something happened to
the undersea cable and the island
could not be reached.
This morning the kitchen, a
separate building, was afloat and
all seven residents of the island
were working f rantically to fix
shutters on the lighthouse engine
room so the light would not fail.
The island was covered with
lobster traps thrown up by the
high water mark and fishing gear
and small boats were strewn about.

facilities, an "outhouse" was located a few feet behind the
main building.

"When next I looked round, the outhouse went

down round the corner," Ivor remarked.

It was this same storm

that moved a shed with five ton of coal in it, came in and
flooded the kitchen.

An allotment by the PWA of $1,680,000

provided for rehabilitation of light stations and the repair
of the extensive damage done over a large section of the New
England coast by the hurricane of Sept. 21.

At Matinicus Rock

Light Station a new outhouse was built which was, this time,
firmly secured to the main buildings.
Howard and Ivor were still stationed on Matinicus when
the war began.

Soon after Pearl Harbor, four more Coast Guard

men were stationed on the Rock, and a watchtower was built
which was used to watch for any signs of "enemy" ships or
submarines, and to report such to shore immediately.

On June

2, 1942, a dim-out was ordered put into effect and lasted for
three years.

A dim-out meant that the candle-power of a light

was reduced or turned off completely in order not only to
prevent assisting alien vessels in navigating our waters, but
also to prevent silhouetting our ships as targets for the
enemy.

"By day we could not hide their loom but by night no

comfort was to be afforded the enemy prowling beyond our
shores." In speaking of the dim-out the Lewiston Journal of
May 14, 1966 remarks that "because of the darkness, how
dreadful and fearsome our life suddenly became here on the
Maine coast." This policy was lifted June 26, 1945, when the
lights again functioned at full-power from a half-hour before
dark till a half-hour after great deal of time and energy.

Lookout Tower
(built after Pearl Harbor)

Extra Coast Guard Men
(placed on Rock after Pearl Harbor)

Howard end Ivor left the lightkeeping service when he
retired in 1950 after twenty-two years of service.

They moved

back to Milbridge (where she grew up) and built a home for
themselves.

While she returned to teaching grammar school in

a nearby town, Howard began lobster fishing partly for work,
but, I suspect, primarily, to stay in touch with the ocean.
In reflection on their life, Ivor responded simply that,
"Howard once told me he had never dreamed he’d ’own a Buick’."
As long as I can remember, Uncle Howe and Aunt Ivor always had
a Buick.
In conclusion, I would like to remark that I, obviously,
became quite fascinated and involved in this excursion into a
bit of my family history.

Because lighthouse keeping is such

an unusual occupation for ones relatives to have had,
I indulged in a good deal of lighthouse history while
preparing this paper.

Hopefully, that which I have included

here has not bored any readers but has instead served to add
depth and perspective to the paper.

My hope was to intertwine

in an interesting manner the history of lighthouse service,
major governmental policies effecting the service and, thus,
my great-aunt and uncle, and the lives of my great-aunt and
uncle.
Until I undertook this assignment, I had not considered
at all the significance and value of any part of my family
history.

So, I have learned family history can be fun!

Seriously, though, I have found that my life greatly contrasts
with that of my great-aunt and uncle in more ways than I can
consider at one time.

But, most significant to me is the

difference in lifestyle and environment.

Their primary

Painting Matinicus Light Rock Tower
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House Built by Howard & Ivor Ball

concern throughout the largest part of their life was in
dealing with nature and major crises associated with it.

It

is difficult for me to imagine what it would feel like to be
on an isolated darkened light during war-time or with huge
waves smashing over the majority of the island.

I don't have

to walk out into a storm to find my bathroom nor be concerned
about preserving my food, nor is my nearest next door neighbor
twenty-five miles away over water.

Their lives were

successful to them in having just "succeeded" in being able to
obtain a roof over their heads and a few basic "luxuries" like
a Buick.

I've been driving my own car since I was nineteen

years old (I’m twenty-four now).

So, I’m sure that I will not

judge the success of my life on this basis.

But, do not think

that I mean to criticize their achievements or perspective.
offer only my admiration for and agreement that theirs has
been a successful and a good life.

I

ABOUT 60 YEARS AGO,

Matinicus Rock Light was depicted in this
painting, which in turn was photographed in 1935 by Rev. Bousfield
when it belonged to the late Mrs. Judson Young of Matinicus. Note the
large buildings in contrast with those below.

TODAY,

the Rock is still as barren as in the old painting, but except
for the higher of the two towers, is greatly changed with respect to manThis nhoto was taken from the Sunbeam just a few weeks

Yvonne Davis Moore's Memories of Summers Spent with her Uncle and Aunt, Howard and Ivor Ball, at
Matinicus Rock Lighthouse, 1930 - 1941
My uncle Howard Ball was first assistant on Matinicus Rock for almost 12 years. I was there for 11
summers.
When their leave was up they had to be on the light regardless of the weather. They would go from
Milbridge to Rockland to stay overnight at the Stanly rooming house as they had to be there when the
lobster mail boat left in the morning.
When they were not able to land on the boat slip in a lobster boat they had to go on the back side of the
rock where large ledges were and get as close to a ledge as they could. One man jumped on a high
ledge (rock) and when a wave was just right my aunt and uncle had to jump to the ledge with the man
catching them. Many times they had a very close call.
In one very large storm my aunt had gone to the outhouse in the side yard and just got back to the steps
going into the house when a giant wave washed the outhouse around the house. It moved a shed with
3 tons of coal off some of the supports. After the big storm they attached the outhouse to the back of
the shed. One summer I had a playhouse with dishes etc. beside the shed and I remember a smaller
storm with a big wave washing it away.
The stone house had lots of schoolbooks left in it. Years before, the families had enough children that
the teacher was sent to teach them once a week. After that they had to go to the mainland to school
mostly staying with families.

Yvonne, aged 12, with lobsters at Matinicus Rock Lighthouse circa 1940

While I was there, the Keeper from Lubec, Rosco Fletcher had two girls. My uncle had me and the
second assistant, Less Thompson, had three girls.
My aunt was a schoolteacher. She and I would go out on a back ledge with a blanket and lay down. She
would take a big word and see how many words we could make from it. The sea parrots and puffins
would come close enough for us to touch but we just lay still and admired them. Course if we moved
they would fly.
There were egrets that nested on the front side and when we walked on the beach and it was nesting
time they would fly down and pull hair out of our head.
There is a grave on the left side of the rock. Always kept it painted white. Sort of bricked up. I was
always told it was Abby Burgess' mother.
The families always had hens and there was a three section hen house so each family had the hens in
there at night. When the hens were not laying and my aunt had to buy them at Ames store on the
island (Matinicus Island) I always said they didn't taste like my aunt's.
My uncle was sent to the Rockland Breakwater for 2 years. The Keeper and I would swim from the light
to the buoy closest to the light.
Then, about all of August it was foggy. So, they had to keep the foghorn working.
Even so, all this was the GOOD OLD DAYS!!!
Yvonne Davis Moore, aged 92

A Letter to Yvonne Davis Moore from Edwina Davis about Life on Matinicus Rock
Edwina's father was assistant lighthouse keeper on Matinicus Rock 1914 - 1917
Cape Porpoise, Maine
Feb. 4, 1995
Dear Mrs. Moore,
Sorry to be so late in answering your nice letter. At the beginning I note we have something in common
"Steuben". Many weeks ends were spent there while teaching at Higgins Institute in Charleston and
roomed with Geneva Whitten and her mother lived in Steuben.
We are crawling out from the big storm which caught up with us. Now it is extremely cold and high
drifts.
I have never been back to the Rock and can't imagine how it looks now. We lived in the stone house,
and of course no phone out there at that time. But have memories of somethings, the grave etc. Did
you have goose tongue greens? I remember watching a man from Matinicus drown - got to far in the
breakers. My mother had a rent on Matinicus so three of us attended school there. At one time a
visiting teacher came once a month and brought books.
Dad went to Cape Elizabeth and then to Cape Porpoise. I had finished college by then and Dad and
mother bought a home. I have just the one sister left and she has had to go in a nursing home.
After teaching forty years I retired and now live here most of the time.
We lived in Jonesport at the time Father entered the lighthouse service. Yes I agree the good old days
are gone but it is fun to think of them. I to became sick going from Rockland to Matinicus and no doubt
would be today and then I had to go down to Jonesport we took a steamer from Rockland to Bangor and
than a train to Columbia Falls. With us that was a yearly visit to my grandfathers.
Since that came out in the paper several have inquired about lighthouses. The one here has been sold
and closed to the public.
Do you live in Steuben? As I remember Geneva's home was right across the street from the store.
I enjoyed your letter so much.
Sincerely,
Edwina Davis

